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	1. Wolfrunner99-2

**.o.O. ****_The Poltergeist _****.O.o.**

_Welcome to Hogwarts. It's a nice school all things considered. Scratch that, it's a brilliant place. You see, most kids learn about history or algebra, maybe language or music. Some teach drama or even film studies. Lucky sods. We don't learn any off that. See, we learn 'bout something quite different here._

_We learn magic._

_Now as fantastic as that sounds, we're still in a school. We still have classes, tests, homework and all that other good stuff. Trust me, it's a lot more fun then I'm making it sound. What teens get to learn about transfiguration, or charms? Then have to run to the library to read up for an essay on the fibrous virtues of the snuffpod's pollen?_

_Yeah. I'm gonna shut up about the homework now._

_But we also have after-school activities. There are sports teams on broomsticks, chess clubs, muggle appreciations societies. Plenty of stuff to keep the procrastinating student away from their potions essay, or to give the child prodigy a chance to shine any more blindingly._

_Of these two students, I only wish that I could be one of them._

.o.O.o.

Hiccup sprinted up the grand staircase, bag half-hanging off of his shoulder and slice of buttered toast in his mouth. He was late, very late. One class in, and this was already turning into a bad day.

Without warning, the staircase under him began to slowly move to the right while he was halfway up it. _'Oh no you don't!'_ He put on an extra burst of speed, inhaling crumbs as he panted up the steps. He leapt over the last two steps into the corridor. _'Hah! Success!'_ Only to stumble and fall flat on his face in the corridor. _'Damn.'_

Picking himself up of the floor, Hiccup took a bite out of the soggy toast. He chewed frantically, trying not to choke as he jogged down the corridor. Ten minutes. He could make it. Charms was right _there_.

.o.O.o.

_But of course, like any school it has its problems._

_In any school as big as Hogwarts, there's always going to be "a few scuffles here and there" as Headmistress Gothel calls the inter-House relations. Apparently the rivalries are supposed to introduce competitiveness between the students and keep the standards up or something. And in a way I suppose it kind of works._

_Gryffindors excel at sports, clubs, most competitions really. You could never beat any Ravenclaw in any House, or State exam. Just exams in general. Slytherins just seem determined to be the best at anything and everything. By any means necessary._

_And then you have the easy targets, the Hufflepuffs._

.o.O.o.

"Hey Squibby!"

Hiccup grimaced internally and gave a nervous smile externally. He slowed to a casual walk, but didn't stop moving. Turning he gave his twitching smile to the green-robed Slytherins who started walking along him. He didn't even _try_ to get away. They'd just catch him like they always did. This day had just gone from 'bad' to 'horrible.'

"Hi guys."

Hiccup was acutely aware of his black and yellow tie as he walked between the Sabbington brothers. There was no way he was getting to Charms now. He felt his heart slowly sinking into his stomach as the twins shepherded him back out to the Grand Staircase.

To say that the Sabbingtons were large for their age would've been the understatement of Hiccup's life. Were it not for the fact that he knew that even _thinking_ about comparing the two brothers to gorillas would possibly kill him, Hiccup would've openly admitted that there _was_ a connection somewhere. Not that not thinking it had ever helped him before.

"So uh," Hiccup tried to hide the quaver in his voice by pretending to chew, "how've you been? Working out?"

Silence. He swallowed as the three of them started climbing the nearest staircase. He was going to have to think fast on this one. "Uh, guys ... I know that we have our differences, and our similarities. Few though they are!" He quickly back-tracked seeing both brothers frown at being compared to _him_ of all people. They continued to steer Hiccup up the stairs, they were almost at the top.

"But uh, usually by now you would've, I dunno jinxed my tongue to the roof of my mouth or somethi- where are we going?" They herded him behind a tapestry and through one of the many 'secret' corridors of the school.

.o.O.o.

_Yeah, Hufflepuff for the most part is the house of 'everybody else.' If you're not brave, or smart, or ambitious. Welcome to Hufflepuff, the punchline of every joke in school. Also the favourite punching bag of many people._

_And if you happen to be the punchline of the_ punchline_ to every joke in school? You obviously haven't met me; Henry Horrendous Haddock the Third. Hiccup to everyone else._

.o.O.o.

_'This is bad, this is bad, this is bad thisisbadthisisbadthisisbad.'_

The only thing that kept Hiccup from panicking outright, was that there was still a chance to get out of this. Hiccup wasn't nearly as big as the Sabbingtons, but he was still quick and light on his feet. He might still make it out of here if he played his cards right.

"You guys know that this is a stupid spot for a murder right?" _'So much for "playing the cards right."'_

One brother smirked, one brother scowled. Hiccup didn't know which one was more threatening.

"We know." The smirking one smirked. Smugly. Like a cat with a rat. "Please _Squibby, _if we wanted to kill you, the Forbidden Forest would be the better option." He shrugged, "As it is, everyone's in class now, so there's no one around."

The scowling brother pulled out his wand and twirled it between his fingers as he leaned against the wall beside Hiccup. Hiccup himself started to stand on the balls of his feet ready to bolt when the chance came. Not that it would. 'Chuckles' beside him would be on him with a leg-locker curse so fast that he'd skid along the floor when he fell over.

And yes, he _was_ speaking from experience.

Ah well, if at first you don't succeed, try and try again.

.o.O.o.

_As much as I'd love to tell you about the wonderful life that I lead. From the nickname, to the fantastic friends that I don't have. I need to tell you about my school's biggest problem._

_As you've probably guessed, like any other school Hogwarts has a bullying problem. We also have drafty classrooms; Potions, being in the dungeons is the worst. Our headmistress is apathetic at best, vindictive at worst. No one knows _how_ she got her place. Rumour has it that she "offed" the previous headmaster with poison, another is that she's secretly a vampire and she drank his blood. My particular favourite is that she's a veela who seduced the Minister of Magic into giving her the position._

_The teachers give loads of homework as well and are quick to draw a detention should you place a _toe _out of line. Especially if you happen to be a squib, or half-squib, or rumoured to be a squib._

_So it's you're typical second-level boarding school if you think about it. It's actually tonnes better than I'm making it sound. (And if I can enjoy this school in any way, anyone can)_

_The only really big problem that we have is our pest._

.o.O.o.

Hiccup bunny-hopped down the staircase. His legs locked together from the knees down, which essentially meant that he couldn't move his legs like a normal human being. Which meant that he was getting a good deal of exercise, hopping awkwardly around like a kangaroo with a broken leg.

He'd gotten off lightly all things considered.

There'll be a reversing charm in the library, which meant that he had ten minutes to get to the place in question before class ended and there were a good deal more people in the hallways to laugh at his expense. He got enough of that from the Sabbington brothers practising their jinxes, thank you very much.

Carefully he bounced on the balls of his feet towards the topmost step of the staircase. He over-balanced and flailed wildly trying to regain equilibrium. He finally gained control of his balance, teetering on the edge of the step. Behind him he heard a giggle, the air was suddenly cold and a faint breeze blew past him. That was the only warning Hiccup got before he was unceremoniously _shoved._

_'Why didn't I grab the railing?'_

.o.O.o.

_See most places have rats, or foxes. Small animals that are readily taken care of with a careful bit of planning. But 'oh no, not Hogwarts.' We don't get small, possibly cute little creatures that are only attracted to food._

_Nah, we get something much worse._

.o.O.o.

It's a nightmare of twists, turns and bone-chilling speed. Hiccup can hear himself yelling as he slides down the stairway. Under him is a trail of frictionless ice, creating the slippriest slope and the scariest ride of his life.

_Left, right, right, left, sharp right, sudden ramp._

Hiccup sees the plan of the vindictive slide, long before he hits it. Futilely he flailed his arms, trying desperately and fruitlessly to grab something to stop himself before he launched into space.

"No no no nonononononono- aaaaaaargh!" Hiccup was airborne. Everything was in slow motion, the ice crystals following him, the gob-smacked expressions of the portraits on the wall, the moving staircase in front of him turning to catch him so that the hellish ride could continue.

"Aaaarg-_oof_!" Touchdown.

The door in front of him opened and Hiccup saw the surprised expression of the small Ravenclaw, before he collided with her knees, knocking her on top of him. The slide now had two passengers instead of one, both hollering at the top of their lungs. Clinging to each other, they spun down the slippery ice out of control. Unheard by either victim, there was laughter.

The slide turned right, then travelled up a wall, then back down again. The Hufflepuff and Ravenclaw tried to grab something, anything that would slow them down. In response, the slide gave them a loop-the-loop.

The two of them gripped each other harder. _Left, door, shelves._ The library book cases hurled past them in a blur of colour. They were flown under tables and around chairs. The startled faces of students interrupted from study flashed at them before;

_Thump, bump, thonk!_

The ride finally ended when the two of them crashed into a red-head Gryphindor, only to continue into a book-case. A small avalanche ensued.

.o.O.o.

_We get a certain poltergeist by the name of Jack Frost._

**.o.O. ****_Author's Notes_**** .O.o.**

_Guess whose back!_

_I have excellent news, I got into Uni! Gweh, I'm so happy! 'Course this means that I'm going to have to leave you guys for a while until I actually have the time to waste on this site. Because get this;_

_Uni is HARD! You get weekly assignments and then on top of that you get long-term projects and then on top of THAT you end up writing reports for labs and the like. I actually don't have the time to waste on this site. I barely get enough time to read the Fanfics that I'm following, never mind finish or continue the ones that I have. The only reason that I even have the time to type this up is because I'm on my mid-term break, and even then I have a tonne of stuff to do._

_Actually, I tell a lie; Uni is partly the reason that I'm opening up this new Fanfic. So here's the story;_

_I'm not going to have enough time to continue my other projects while I have projects of my own in Uni. However, I want to keep you all happy by giving all my lovely followers and reviewers something to sink their teeth into while I'm busy doing Uni stuff. So I'm going to cut you a deal._

_Last week I recieved a review from a certain Wolfrunner99-2. I sent them a reply telling them all about Uni, and my current project which is worth 20% of my overall grade this year. I'm supposed to be writing a 2000 word essay on the rat, and why it's such a successful mammal. I've had a little trouble finding references, so I said that if they could find me a site or academic artical on the animal in question, I'd do a oneshot in their name._

_I didn't realise that they actually WOULD reply with a reference. So Aunty Anyelse wrote them a very short oneshot. (Sorry Wolfrunner, didn't get to put in any shipping in there. I actually have no time to write any more than you see - says s/he writing a ridiculously long 'Author's Note')_

_So , I'd like to cut you the same deal. Get me articles and reports on rats, and I will write oneshots for you. Here are the conditions;_

_1) The better the reference, the better the oneshot. (This is a COLLEGE paper, references are everything. There is a lot more credibility to the essay if I'm quoting other scientific papers. Basically "Britannica Better, Wikipedia Worse")_

_2) You can have whatever oneshot you want, so long as it's 'the Big Four' and you remember that I can not write relationships for the life of me. So be careful if you want a 'shipfic.'_

_3) Any AU's fine by me, so long as you don't wan't explicit content. You can have HP, LotR, Westerns, Sci-Fi's, hell I might even do a High School fic if you have a REALLY good one._

_If you have any references or questions, you can contact me through the Private Message system. Otherwise, just paste the link in your review like I've typed out below;_

_'randomcrap'*dot*'randomsite'*dot*com_

_ is really wierd about posting links. It just doesn't let you type them out, whatever they are._

_If you want a oneshot, hurry! __**The closing date is the 30th of November 2013.**__Be sure to have reviewed, or PMed before this date._

_Until next time,_

_Anyelse_


	2. Heccatenna

**.o.O.** _**Before the Match **_**.O.o.**

Tense did not even _begin_ to describe the atmosphere in the Great Hall. Everything from the overcast, almost thundery weather above the ceiling, to the twitches passing through the faces of every student at breakfast. From the boistrous shouts and yells, to the sullen glares and threats betwen the house tables. Two in particular.

Yep, quidditch season had officially begun.

"Place your bets, last chance before closing! Gryphondor verses Slytherin, the must see, must bet match of the year! All winnings, or losses, to go to the B.O.R.E.D. society. This is your last chance to place bets before the gates officially-"

"Hiccup, what are you doing?"

"Ah- ergh, ah Astrid Hi!" Hiccup stumbled over a table leg, and caught himself in the nick of time. There were muted sniggers around the green-robed table, that were quickly cut short at the glare the Slytherin chaser shot at them. Hiccup stood up quickly, covering his prosthetic behind his robes before people could stare.

Not that they would, with Astrid around, but Hiccup had never taken chances. _'Apart from one.'_

Astrid turned back to the Hufflepuff, an eyebrow raised at the notebook, quill, and money-box strapped to Hiccup's chest. And let's not forget the badges, lots and lots of badges, pinned anywhere Hiccup could find space, which was to say, everywhere. Not only did he rattle with every step h took, he looked like an insanely coloured lizard.

Knowing the dragons that Astrid knew, that was seriously impressive.

"What are you doing?"

Hiccup rubbed the back of his reddening neck. Embaressed. "Uh, well the badge selling wasn't working out for me. So I tried a new tactic."

Astrid's eyebrow, if it was at all possible, would've raised further. "So you started up a betting ring?"

He shrugged, "Well yeah." Hiccup gestured to the surrounding tables, "How can you not use this?"

Astrid had to admit, Hiccup had a point. (Like he always did, but that was _beside_ the actual point) The Great Hall had been split down the middle in a blur of green and scarlet. On their side, the table was awash in drapings of green and silver. Emerald and silver scarves were roped around necks, the silver serpent of Slytherin shining proudly above them all. On the opposite end of the hall, even from back here, Astrid could barely see the Gryffindors wrapped in gold and scarlet. They just seemed to blur in a huge bloob of red underneath the snarling face of a golden lion.

But even through the wild blur of colour, and confusing battle lines that was the no-man's-land of the Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff tables, Astrid could see the flaming hedge of hair. How Merida became the quidditch captain, Astrid would never know. _'Then again,'_ thought Astrid, turning to see the rest of her team crowded around her own captain, _'I just might.'_

Hiccup was on the same line of thought.

"Whoever nominated Jack and Merida as team captains had to be a genius. I mean, look at it; this is the most anticipated game of the past four years. Especially considering that there has not _been_ a proper match for the past four years." Hiccup waved at the staff table, toward one noticibly empty seat in particular. "Makes you completely forget that the school is up for review."

He turned back to Astrid, and hefted up his note book. "So, shall you place a bet?"

Astrid smirked, "That depends bookie, what are our odds?"

"What, Slytherin? I, well, er ..." Hiccup grimiced, "I don't actually know." The smirk was replaced with a slight frown. Hiccup hurriedly back-tracked. "Well, that is to say that, I can't really tell you can I? Not with this lot about." A nod at the green-clad table beside them, who were now listening in to their odds. "It's not easy, even if I have Rapunzel's help figuring out the odds."

Astrid rolled her eyes. "Okay then, _how_ are you figuring out the odds?"

Hiccup beamed. "With arithmancy."

The raised eyebrow was back. "Seriously? You're actually using that?"

"Well, _in theory_ it should work. The bookies on Diagon Alley use it for actual matches all the time."

"But."

"But what?"

Astrid gave Hiccup a Look. _'Damn, she must be taking lessons from Professor Dunbroch.'_ "Hiccup, I know you well enough to know that there's a 'but' somewhere in that sentence."

Hiccup figited with the quill in his hands. He gave a non-chalant shrug. "Even with the sums that we've been working on, we don't actually _know_ what the odds are. And believe me, we've been working on it." Hiccup nodded at the Gryphindor Table, "Merida's got a secret weapon, and for once she's actually keeping it a secret. Notice anything?"

Astrid turned to look at the scarlet table. There was Merida, shooting daggers across the hall, Astrid didn't have to turn to know that it was Jack. Around her the team were boistrously rough-housing. Astrid frowned. For a team about to play the 'must see, must bet game of the year,' they were awfully confident. Even from here, she could see half a dozen Gryphondors place bets with a swamped-looking Rapunzel. Astrid turned back to the opposing team. Keeper, beaters, chasers ... _'Ah!'_

"The seeker's missing."

"Knew you'd see it. Yeah, no one knows who it is. More to the point, no one knows who _knows_ who it is." Hiccup rubbed the back of his neck, "If that makes any sense."

"Does Jack know?"

Now it was Hiccup's turn to give Astrid a Look, which quickly turned into a nod. "Oh yeah, Merida would totally let the Slytherin captain in on her little secret! Yeah- no. And believe me, Jack has been breathing down my neck trying to find answers. Even said that he'd buy badges for the whole team if I could come up with a name." Hiccup shrugged, and the two dozen badges clacking together on his robes were witness enough.

Astrid felt something inside her stir. She reached into her pocket. "How much?"

"Minimum bet is a sickle."

Astrid's eyes rolled. Again. "I'm not taking a bet Hiccup. I'm buying the badges."

Hiccup blinked, "You are?"

His customer smirked, "Of course I am. If I _did_ take a bet out you'd just lose your money." There were sniggers from the table behind them, Astrid ignored them. "Believe me, this is simpler then betting on Gryphindor winning. Less confusing too."

Astrid held out a Galleon, more than enough to cover _twelve_ badges. Hiccup gave a small smile as he fished out the badges. Astrid's stomach did little flips, she looked at the ground to hide her blush. She was a quidditch player damn it!

"Thank you Astrid, _so much_."

"Oh just shut up and take the money already." She stuffed the badges into her emerald quidditch robes' pocket and marched briskly off to join her team mates as they left the Great Hall for the pitch. Hiccup trotted with his awkward gait after her.

"Wait Astrid! What about the change?"

"Keep it!"

With that, Astrid was lost in a sea of silver and green as the rest of the students filed out around her. Hiccup stopped and stood to the side as the crowd passed. There was a warm feeling in his chest and he was fairly certain that it had _nothing_ to do with the fact that the money box was now a whole Galleon heavier. He was still grinning like an idiot as six more Slytherins followed Astrid's example and bought badges rather than making bets. The grin was still ear to ear as he walked through the courtyard with the rest of the students.

He was even smiling when he was suddenly, (and quite easliy he had to admit) bowled over by a second year student half of his size. He was still smiling as his prosthetic leg slipped out from under him. He was still grinning as his face made close aquaintence with the cobblestones.

_'Ow.'_

Decidedly _not smiling_ anymore Hiccup pushed himself up off of the ground, massaging his nose as he sat up. He sent a watery stare to the blurry figure standing over him. Blinking, he realised that it was;

"Babs? What are you doing here?"

The tiny Ravenclaw was bouncing up and down with nervous energy, the green bows in her hair bouncing along with her. She pulled Hiccup to his feet and dragged the much taller Hufflepuff behind her. The young man in question stumbled along as fast as his left leg would let him.

"Babs, Tooth slow down! What's the rush?" Hiccup finally pulled her to a halt as she tugged at his arm frantically. Her mismatched blue and purple eyes were wide with, what Hiccup thought was panic. She mumbled something as she ran behind Hiccup and pushed him forward along the lawn towards the quidditch pitch.

"What did you say?"

"Jamie."

Hiccup half-turned to her. "What?"

"Jamie Bennet." The little Ravenclaw went back to pulling Hiccup. "It's Jamie."

Hiccup's eyes widened. "What's wrong with him? Is he hurt?"

Babs shook her head, bird-like. "It's Jamie Bennet." She leaned in close, Hiccup bent to hear her whisper.

"It's Jamie Bennet. _He's_ the Gryphindor seaker!"

**.o.O. _Author's Notes_ .O.o.**

_HAPPY HALLOWEEN!_

_(But Halloween was four days ag- *bang* ... Ow)_

_Dudes, can I just say how much I love you all? Seriously, the response that I've gotten to this "lazy, yet desperate plea for help" (or as one certain reviewer called it quite accurately too, a "bribe") is so much better than I could've ever hoped for. Ye are all just too nice! At this point, I owe four different people six different oneshots on the stuff that I can actually USE in my essay alone._

_All I can say is thank you so much. Feck me, one reviewer sent me a whole freaking BOOK on the relationship between rats and humans. Guys, just, I have no words to tell you how happy I am. That's why it pains me to say that it might be AGES before you get the oneshots owed to you. I didn't realise how popular this collection and commision project would be. So it's going to be a while before you get to see your stuff. (And that's just cause I suddenly have a tonne of stuff to do, not just here but in the, *shudder* real world. Urgh)_

_That doesn't mean that I'm complaining however. I'm actually really enjoying this. Imagine! Anyelse enjoying her work. Shock! Horror!_

_On another note I have spent the best part of six years on this site, but it was only today, (Halloween) that I actually got my first flame! It disturbs me how funny I find that. Mind you, it's because the review itself is AWFUL. Look I'll actually quote it for you;_

**_From: 'I'm taking names,' - 30/10/2013_**

"Nnnnnnnnoooooooooonononononononononononononononon o nonoonono! How could you making repunzle have brown short hair it is stupid and Jack Frost is more attracted to her hair please make it nothing like the hair she has like make her hair pretty and blond and long! I MEAN IT !"

_Look at it! LOOK AT IT! Isn't it hilarious? This is the genuine review, I only 'copy-and-pasted' it. CLEARLY this person didn't do their homework. I hate to break it to you honey, but in 'A Potteriffic AU' Rapunzel didn't get her "pretty and blond and long" hair until second year. Look it up Hon. _('Dusty Leaves'_ on both _Deviantart _and_ Tumblr)

_Flame me all you want Anonymous reviewer, I'm going to choose to ignore it. (Unless it's to share with you guys, we can all laugh at it together, Mwah ha ha ha ha!)_

_Until next time,_

_Anyelse_

_P.S. Oh yeah. This week's oneshot was requested by Heccatenna._

**_Request:_**_ "_Hogwarts, quidditch tournament with Merida playing for Gryffindor, Jack playing for Slytherin and Hiccup quietly using the aforementioned opportunity to open a betting pool."

_**What They Actually Got:** A lot of Hiccup/Astrid fluff, some rushed exposition and a clif-hanger ending. Sorry 'bout that. Maybe later, I'll type out the actual match, but I'm keeping these oneshots to roughly 1000 words each. More than that, and I won't be able to keep up with the demand. You know the drill now, another link, another chapter!_

_P.P.S. I should probably post guide lines to what I'm looking for in regards to the references. These are the main points that I want to bring up in my essay;_

1) Cohabitation with humans,  
>How long has it occured? How does it benefit the rat?<p>

2) Structure,  
>Teeth, agility, etc.<p>

3) Breeding speed and habits,  
>Nesting, off-spring, why is it common-place to encounter infantcide?<p>

4) Opportunsim  
>The omnivorous diet, and how it affects the rat's behaviour.<p>

5) Global conquest  
>The impact on ecosystems. How the rat came to be on every major continent.<p>

6) Fossil evidence  
>How long has the rat been around? Have there been many changes in terms of evolution? (In other words, is there a "If it Ain't Broke, Don't Fix it" policy?<p>

_So, that's all (for now) folks. Ya'll know the drill._


	3. Polymer1

**.o.O. **_**The Rocky Road to Bree **_**.O.o.**

The sun's light was a bright butter yellow streaming down over golden fields of wheat. The gentle summer breeze rustled through the stalks and Rapunzel felt like she stood in a sea of golden feathers. Over in the distance she could see the green mounds of the Hills and if she squinted she could make out the little round windows and green doors of her neighbours' homes. She craned her neck higher, balancing on the dry wooden fence, her pack on the ground beside her. Rapunzel drank the sight of the Shire with her eyes. She swallowed the sudden emotion in her chest when she saw the 'fairy fort' she used to ramble around in and the Tooks' Hill, and the Bagginsons, and the cabbage patch of the Underhills.

She imprinted every sight in her mind one last time.

"Hey Blondie! You done?"

Rapunzel twisted to beam a grin, bright as the sun at her impatient companion. "Just a minute Flynn." She turned back, closed her eyes, breathed in the warm air and smiled.

This was the Shire. This was her home. This was her beginning. She'd come back to it someday. _'I promise. I'm going to come back here, whatever the cost.'_ She exhaled with a small smile and a warm feeling.

"Okay, I'm ready." Rapunzel spun around, facing her irate guide, her rucksack and the world beyond. There was a bubble of anticipation in her chest. Beyond this fence was the world, beyond this fence was the wood, beyond this fence was Bree, Rivendell, Rohan, the Misty Mountains, the Wild Plains, the whole of Middle Earth.

Beyond this fence her life would begin.

Grinning, beaming, smiling, she jumped off of the fence. Her feet touched the soft loam of the forest and her knees began shaking with nerves, terror and excitement. She'd done it, she'd left the Shire. Nothing happened, nothing changed. Everything happened, everything changed. The sun still shone, the breeze still rustled the leaves of the trees, Flynn's jaw still grew increasingly tense with annoyance. She'd left the nest, she'd disobeyed her mother, she was outside the Shire. She'd done it. _She'd done it. _Before she could stop herself, Rapunzel was bouncing, chirping, spinning, dancing and singing through the woods.

"I did it! I've done it! I can't believe I did it!" She spun around her rucksack, swinging it up onto her back. "I can't believe we did this!" She bounced around Flynn, who pursed his lips at his 'employer's' antics. "I can't believe I've done this!" Rapunzel finally calmed down enough for the words to sink in and register as she faced the rest of the woods.

_"I can't believe I did this."_

.o.O.o.

Flynn Ryder was annoyed.

Or at least that was the story that he was sticking to. It was _far_ easier to admit that he was annoyed with the young hobbit next to him, rather than slightly concerned for her well-being. Well no. To be more specific about where he stood; he wasn't annoyed with Blondie so much as he was annoyed with himself for getting into this situation. To get to the point, there were three things about this 'situation' he was _absolutely _certain.

First, and possibly the most important point, his 'employer' had never been out of the Shire, as evidenced by her ... Moment over the fence. Therefore Blondie was entirely reliant on him to be her guide. Which was a complete shame since he had no idea what he was doing.

Secondly, and this was also a completely relevant point, he was getting out of touch. He had slipped up and made the completely juvinile mistake of _getting caught_. House burgalries were easy, it should've been a simple, get-in-get-stuff-get-out scenario. Flynn should've been on a boat to the Western Isles by now. But no, what did he do? He didn't check the bloody chimney of the bloody hill to see if someone was bloody cooking. Cooking with a frying pan if he wants to be really technical. He was getting out of touch with his skills and in his line of work, that was downright lethal to your well-being.

Finally, the third fact of the matter that he knew to be true without flaw. What was it? The technical detail that made him wnat to grind his teeth to shards?

His 'boss' was insane, in every sense of the word.

Oh, she didn't give off the air of being a few gems shy of a necklace. No she was _clever_ and _educated_ and _very _quick with a frying pan. He winced and rubbed his head at the downright _painful_ memory. Then they crossed the fence. Showing just how _innocent_ and _expressive_ and _enthusiastic _about this damn field-trip she was. Then they started to march toward the rocky road to Bree.

That's when he began to suspect that there was something just not quite right in the head with Rapunzel.

She was chirping like a bird as they meandered through the trees. He half-listened to her one-sided conversation as he pulled at the straps on his rucksack. All things considered, they were making good time and putting plenty of distance between themselves and the fence. The day was bright, the shade was cool and Blondie just wasn't shutting up.

"I've heard about the Big-Folk. Dwarves too, but Big-Folk mostly. There s'posed to be like us, but 'bigger, slower and dumber,' according to some of the books that I've read. Do you know many Big-Folk? Are any of them ruffians or thugs? I've heard about them. They're s'posed to be them Big-Folk that've gone bad. Mother says that they're huge, even for Big-Folk, and they're supposed to have knives ... and fangs ... and claws." She slowed, "... Do you think that we'll meet them?"

Her chatter _finally_ started to fade away and Flynn blessed the Lady Luck for the silence as he scrambled over the roots of a particularily large tree. Smiling in the blessed quiet he hopped along. Maybe Goldie had finally taken the hint. It definately seemed that way as the minutes ticked by with not a sound in the air. Flynn frowned.

It was too quiet.

He half-turned to check on his 'patron,' then fully when he realized that she wasn't there. Huffing a frustrated sigh he back-tracked, where he found Blondie crouched on a rotting log, once again chatting, but in a tense worried tone, her voice rising higher and higher in pitch. Fiddling, figiting and rubbing a pendant around her neck, she was enthralled in a deep conversation.

With a pair of mushrooms.

"But what she doesn't know won't hurt her right? I mean, it's not like she knows that I've been gone and it's not like my wandering's going to hurt her right?"

"..."

"Oh gods you're right. This is going to rip her heart right out. What have I done?!"

"..."

"Well it's not like it's anything different than what she's done, than what she's _doing_. This is my chance to show her that I'm a strong, capable, independent hobbit."

"..."

"Well maybe _I'm_ a different kind of hobbit!"

"..."

"Well I didn't come here to be judged by the likes of you!"

With that she picked herself up, dusted off her dress, marched angrily away from the white-caps, paused, sniffed the air and whirled to find the white-caps again. Blondie darted over plucked the mushrooms clean off the log and tucked them in a satchel at her hip. She turned, walking back to Flynn with a bright smile. "I love mushrooms, they always do really well in stews." They continued on, Rapunzel still smiling at Flynn, who became increasingly puzzled at this companion's odd behaviour. Rapunzel noticed his staring and her grin faltered. "What?"

"Uh, nothing. Are you ..." _'Sane? Stable? Phsycotic? Contagious?'_ "... ready?"

Rapunzel side-eyed him, as if _he_ was the one who decided to listen to the apparently insulting veiws of fungi. "Yes ... For what?"

Flynn took a deep sniff. The air smelt like, "Rain's coming. Unless we want to get wet, we have to get to Bree before the clouds do."

Rapunzel stared upwards, seeing the hard, blue sky pushing between the leaves of the trees. "But there aren't any clouds."

"Oh believe you me, they're coming and unless you want to get wet, we have to get to Bree before the clouds do." He turned to face her fully, still walking sideways. "That means no stopping for anything or anyone. Understand?"

Green eyes blinking at the sudden command, Rapunzel nodded. She grinned again. "You don't like getting caught in the rain do you?"

Flynn snorted. "What? You do?"

Rapunzel grinned and nodded. _'Yep. Definitely bonkers.' _"You remind me of Miss Underhill's cat. He was a huge tabby. He was all big and mean and hated getting his feet wet; but he was a right softie when you had salmon. He eat right out of the palm of your hand. Do you think that the Big-Folk's cats are any bigger than ours? I mean, Miss Underhill's cat was _huge_ ... Actually I think that he was a lynx that was too lazy to do anything for himself. Are there many lynxes in this forest do you think? I reckon that Mrs Underhill's big tom had to come from somewhere and here's as good a place as any."

_'Yep, back to square one again.'_ Flynn turned back to the front and listened half-heartedly to the conversation as Rapunzel filled the silence with her silly lark-talk. Until she had another relapse when she recounted the last time she had to do a 'vet check-up' on Mrs Underhill's cat,

To a willow tree.

"Oh gods, I hope she's alright. She's all alone in that big hill of hers. It's not right leaving an elderly spinster alone like that."

"..."

Her face turned grey at the apparent reply of the willow.

"I hadn't thought of that! If anyone's going to notice that I'm gone, it's going to be her. Oh gods, oh gods."

Blondie was beginning to hyperventilate, holding her current conversational partner for support.

"..."

"You're ... not ... helping!" She wheezed out.

"..."

Ten minutes passed before Rapunzel finally calmed down enough to finish the conversation. Flynn watched from the corner of his eye as he climbed the branches over-hanging the water of a narrow stream. Tying the end of a rope to one of the sturdier limbs he finally decided to intrude on the apparently one-sided conversation.

"Hey Bondie! Catch!"

"Wha-?" Rapunzel instinctively caught the end of the rope and slipped on the grassy bank in surprise. Squealing, she swung over the stream and landed 'oh so gracefully' on her face. There was a good five seconds of silence, before muffled sounds accompianied by shaking shoulders from Rapunzel broke it. The giggles bubbled up from the ground like little bubbles from the stream. She turned on her back holding her stomach as the giggles continued to bounce in the air.

It was contagious, and despite himself, Flynn felt his face lift in a small smile.

Which quickly became an annoyed frown when Blondie shucked off her rucksack, backed up and gave a running start for the rope. Her momentum carried her in a wide arc over the stream and her yellow hair streamed behind her like a banner. The giggles turned from 'charming' to 'immature' and 'annoying.'

_"Wooooooooh!"_

Flynn undid the rope.

_Splash!_

Green eyes wide with surprise, the crazy little hobbit sat in the knee high stream. Flynn waded out to her, arms crossed.

"Do you want to get caught in the rain? No more delays from this point on."

Satisfied that this would be the last '_incident_' for the next few miles, Flynn turned to get their rucksacks on the other side of the stream. Turning his back on the nutter with a cheeky grin and an evil glint in her eyes was an _unbelievably _stupid thing to do.

_Whoosh, splosh, drip!_

_'Yep.'_ Thought Flynn, head hunched between his shouders at the sudden cold. _'_Definitely_ losing your touch.'_

.o.O.o.

These _incidents_ did not stop at the stream, they continued over;

_"This is the best day ever!"_

And over;

_"This is the worst day ever!"_

Over;

_"I am never going baaaaack!"_

... And over;

_"I ... Am a terrible person."_

Which left them in this predicament. Here they were actually _on_ the 'rocky road to Bree,' and rather than walking down the cobbled track to their next stop, Blondie had had another episode, the worst of them all. She wasn't talking, she wasn't moving, she wasn't even crying. She was just sitting at the side of the road, curled up in a ball, resting her forehead on her knees. Completely silent.

It was more than a little awkward.

Gods, she was pathetic. _'This is not going to work.' _Rapunzel felt completely drained. She squeezed her arms around her legs. The world was just _so big_, and she was just so_ small_, and she hadn't even made it as far as _Bree _yet. She hadn't gone _anywhere_, and she was already crumbling. It was like her _adventures_ as a smaller hobbit all over again. Making it as far as the fence, before chickening out and running back to scoldings, a rap on the knuckles and knowing that under all that frustration _and yes_, a touch of anger, Mother was only ever _relieved _to see her back in her hole. Back _home_.

Gods, she was pathetic. She's _choosing_ to go, to run, to see the world, to find ... something. This was her own choice. Rapunzel's hand drifted to her lucky charm and her fingers gripped the oval disc of gold. She'd gone this far, she couldn't go back now. She was only _beginning_ her adventure, her life, she can't turn back now. She'd just be disappointed, just like all the other times she'd turned back at the fence. Disappointed in not just her short-lived 'adventure,' but with herself as well.

Gods, she was pathetic. She could never go any further than the fence, now she couldn't go any further than the road. And what if she actually _did_ get to Bree, would she chicken out there too? Would she run back to Mother and pretend she never left? Pretend that she was just lazy with the afternoon stew, that's why there was none and give her wild mushrooms in apology. Would she pretend that she was reading one of the many enthralling adventures in her collection, forgotten the time and the stew? Rapunzel wrapped her arms around her legs again and _squeezed._

She didn't know, and that scared her.

_'Gods, she was pathetic.'_

She heard footsteps beside her, and the rustle of Flynn's clothes as he crouched down next to her. Her swirling thoughts finally slowed. She didn't move from her position, didn't even look up. She just waited for him to say something. Her chest tightened. _'Oh gods. Don't say it. Please don't say it.'_

"Hey," A warm hand on her shoulder, "are you okay?"

Rapunzel screwed her eyes shut, they felt too hot. Not trusting herself to speak, she shook her head, still on her knees.

_'Gods, she was pathetic.'_

Flynn was silent a long time. "... Listen, it's come to my attention that this may be your first time out of the Shire."

Rapunzel smiled a touch bitterly where he couldn't see. "That obvious huh?"

"Well, the fence kind of gave it away."

Rapunzel swallowed a lump in her throat.

"And since then, well ... I'm not one to listen in to conversations, but I've gotten the impression that your 'mother,'" Rapunzel frowned as she heard the implied quotation marks, "may have had something to do with that."

She still kept her head down, something about his tone wasn't right. "Yeah. My mother, she'd, uh. She wouldn't want me leaving the Shire." Mrs Underhill flashed across her eyes, along with the faces of all her neighbours. Her eyes felt too hot again. "No one wants me to leave the Shire." She paused, something about this conversation ... "Do you think she'll be ..." _'Disapointed? Cross? Miserable? Distraught?'_ "... mad?"

"I think she'll be heart-broken." He paused. She considered.

"Heart-broken?"

"Oh this betrayal of trust will crush her _soul_." Flynn squeezed his hand on her shoulder. Rapunzel suddenly fought the urge to shake it off. There was something ugly twisting in her gut at his words. "But hey, a little teenage rebellion at this point in life is good. _Healthy_ even." He lifted his hand off her shoulder and waddled around to face her, still crouching. She didn't look up. She didn't trust the ugly, burning feeling low in her belly enough to do so.

"Will this destroy your mother when she finds out? Of _course_."

She heard him straighten and pace on the road infront of her. She stayed still.

"Will your bond of mutual mother-daughter trust be completely shattered? Why _wouldn't _it be?"

She took a deep breath and squeezed her knees tighter to her chest. Trying to make herself smaller.

"I'm not trying to scare you or anything, but it's the honest truth." Rapunzel could feel her resolve to continue, crumbling. She started to figit with her locket again. Her mother's locket. It just made the churning, twisting, insidious feeling worse. She could still hear Flynn and his poisonous words.

"Look, we still have time to turn back. There's enough daylight left to make it back to the Shire without anyone knowing that you were gone." Rapunzel glanced up, to see Flynn leaning on a tree on the other side of the road. His calm sympathetic face giving voice to all thoughts that refused to leave her. She clenched her teeth and swallowed. Hard.

"It'll destroy her?"

"Oh yeah."

"Crush her soul?"

Flynn nodded sagely. "Like a grape."

Rapunzel uncurled from her position, walked backwards and sat on her rucksack. She felt slightly dazed. Beyond emotion. Well, all apart from one.

"Oh gods, you're right."

Flynn nodded like the wise man he was not. "Yes I am." He walked slowly over, placing an arm around her shoulders, which made her feel so much smaller than she was.

"But hey, like I said, there's still time. We head back to the Shire, you go back to your hole, pretend that you never left, thereby keeping your mother-daughter bond of trust intact. You give me back my _respectfully_ gotten goods and we part as firm but unlikely friends. What do ye' say?"

"No."

And that was the only warning Flynn got before he had to duck the frying pan, pulled surrupticiously from Rapunzel's rucksack. Flynn stumbled backwards, Rapunzel standing over him gripping her pan so tightly that her fingers hurt. The low burning feeling traveled from her belly to her chest. It was not the black feeling of depression and guilt. It was a dark ugly thing that felt unfamiliar and alien to her. Rapunzel was _angry._ She branished the frying pan in his face eyes like steel. She was _so close _to hitting him. _Again._ "Not until you take me to Rivendell!"

For Flynn Ryder, there was only one appropriate response.

"Oh come on! Everyone knows that the elves disappeared ages ago! They're extinct!"

"No they're not!" Rapunzel could feel her chest burning, her pulse in her ears. The pan wasn't shaking anymore, she was seriously considering reconstructing his face with it. "Even if they were, it wouldn't matter because I'm asking you to take me to Rivendell, not the elves." Gods, she wanted to pummel his face. How dare he try to manipulate her like that? _'How dare he!' _Her dark anger must have shown on her face, because Flynn quickly back-tracked the conversation, raising his hands as a gesture of peace. _'Or surrender.'_ Rapunzel shook her head. She had to focus.

"It's not that simple, and if you know anything about the elves, then you'd know that too." Flynn slowly sat up, watching her with his dark eyes. _'Careful Flynn, don't get on a woman's bad side.'_ "Only the elves know how to get to Rivendell and only _they _are allowed in. That is of course," he carefully got to his feet; _'No sudden movements.'_ "assuming that they didn't just, you know, _disappear _three hundred years ago."

"They didn't."

Flynn _really_ fought the urge to roll his eyes. Just. "Okay, ignoring the fact that _no one_ knows where Rivendell is, including myself. Unless you are an elve, and therefore impossible to find, where do _we_ go to find your _magical hidden city_." Flynn couldn't resist waving his fingers in a 'magical' manner.

Blondie's expression of anger didn't fade, but it was more annoyance now than 'I'm-Going-To-Reconstruct-Your-Face-So-That-You-Actually-Resmble-Your-Wanted-Poster' rage. Regardless she had an answer for him.

"We're going to find the last owner of the crown."

There was silence for the longest time. Until;

"Hah hah hah! Hah hah hah. Uh huh huh, heh heh. You're joking right?"

"..."

"You can't be serious."

"..."

"Look, I know that you'd love to believe that elves are real. I know that you'd love to hear that I 'nicked' the crown from some shady character who happened to have ears that might've been a touch on the pointy side. I know that you'd love to hear that I know where that crown came from, who owned it, why it's important." Flynn shrugged at the hobbit infront of him, who, he was pleased to note, was beginning to look a touch unsure. "I'm sorry but ... Actually, you know what I'm really not."

He smiled, shrugged and took a few paces backwards onto the road, out of range of the frying pan. Rapunzel wrung her hands on the handle, she finally let the weapon rest at her side. She stared at him, those green piercing eyes staring sharp into his brown ones, before shrugging herself. "You're right."

Flynn blinked.

Rapunzel smiled.

"I'd love to hear all that, really I would. But I'm not going to hear it from you am I?" She twirled the frying pan between her fingers. "I'd love to know who'd carry a crown like that. I'd love to know who owned it, why it's so important." The frying pan stilled and she pointed at him with it. "You don't know _any_ of that, but that's okay; because there _is _one thing that you _can _tell me." She bounced toward him with a smile on her face and a spring in her step.

"You can tell me who would want to buy an elvish crown."

Flynn raised an eyebrow, puzzled at the sudden change. _'Women. Damn hormones all over the place.'_ There was somehting _off_ about this picture though. A young hobbit, never been out of the Shire in her entire life, but wants to go on an adventure, chasing after a crown he _definitely _knew came from _dwarves_ not _elves_? Call it intuition but; "How would _you_ know what an 'elvish crown' looks like?"

Blondie froze. _'Hah! Got you there!'_ She opened her mouth to respond, when suddenly they both heard it;

_'Snap.'_

Rapunzel leaped from her side of the road, away from the sound and behind her companion, who ducked and dodged the black pan waving dangerously close to his head. Green eyes wide with fear, she pulled her hobbit shield infront of her as the scrubby bushes to their right began to move. Flynn's arms were still up in a sign of peace, or at least they would've been if his companion wasn't pulling at him.

_'Rustle rustle.'_

"What is it?" Came a strangled half-whisker-half-squeak from Rapunzel. The bushes rustled, they shook, they trembled, though not as much as Flynn thanks to the shaking of his unwanted passenger. A creature finally emerged from the bushes' leafy depths. Rapunzel held her breath and screwed her eyes shut.

She heard the bushes go silent, and Flynn tense up.

"What is it?" Whispered Rapunzel, muscles tense as a bowstring. "Is it big?" Her hands were shaking on the frying pan again.

"I don't know what it is. But stay calm!" He florished his hands as Rapunzel opened her eyes. "I think it can smell fear! Ooooh!" She tried to relax as she peered around his shoulder.

It was tiny, it was fluffy, it looked as scared as she felt.

She wrinkled her nose at him as she stepped away from Flynn. _'You ... ass.'_ He smirked at her as he walked towards their packs. She ignored him, or tried to, and crouched down toward the bunny.

"Hey little guy."

The rabbit twitched his little nose, and watched her with dark, little eyes. Rapunzel bit back a squeal as he hopped cautiously towards her. She didn't smile, teeth would scare him off. Obviously he was too young and small to realise that anything _big_ was dangerous to little things like him. She felt warm as she reached out a hand and the little thing sniffed her fingers. He was no different than her, in this big, mean world.

_'Small ... Like her ... And all alooooone.'_

The rabbit tensed up, nose twitching, eyes wide and ears turned toward the road. Rapunzel froze. The rabbit bolted down the road towards Bree.

_'I thought we were getting along ... Why is it so cold?'_ She looked up at the now grey sky. _'Where did the sun go?'_

"Huh, looks like that storm I promised's finally here." Flynn kneeled before the rucksacks, checking the buckles and straps. "Last chance to bale out before Bree." Now he was staring up at the sky, a soupy mess of greys, instead of the honey-gold that it was only _seconds _ago. Rapunzel shivered. _'It's too quiet. Where are the birds?'_ The forest was completely silent and still. It was like a pane of glass separated her from the world. If she concentrated, she might be able to hear her heartbeat. Her hand came up to figit with her necklace, the chain was cold and it was making her neck itch.

That's when she heard _It_.

_Thump thump thump ... Thump thump thump ... Thump thump thump ..._

She spun, freezing as the rabbit did moments ago, the road seemed to stretch before her. Something was wrong. Something was so _very very Wrong_. She could hear it coming, it was rushing towards her. The wings of a hawk, the aching thump of an axe, the dark ripples on the water. Her fingers felt slack, distantly she could hear the frying pan fall on the cobbles, her now free hand came up to feel her lucky charm, the smooth round locket was like ice against her fingers. She felt herself begin to shake, she felt cold and small and alone and ...

_Scared._

_"_R_a_p_u_n_z_e_l_?B_l_o_n_d_i_e_?_ _H_e_y_ _G_o_l_d_i_l_o_c_k_s_,_ _y_o_u_ _t_h_e_r_e_?_"_

Flynn. In front. Can't hear properly. Shaking shoulders. Warm hands. Road behind him. _It's coming._

_Thump thump thump ... Thump thump thump ..._

No explanation. Too little time. Get off the road. Get off the road. _'Get off the road!'_

"_H_e_y_!W_h_a_t_'_r_ey_o_ud_o_i_n_g_?_!_"_

Fisted hands. Grip hard. Off road. Too slow. Too fast. Need to hide. Under tree.

_Thump thump thump ..._

_"_R_a_p_u_n_z_e_l_?_"_

Quiet. Stay still. Don't move. _'It can smell fear.'_

_Thump_

Rapunzel's hand clung like a limpet to his arm. It was downright _painful_, but it wasn't moving. The owner of the arm herself was in some kind of trance, staring without seeing. Hearing without _listening_. Her eyes were glassed over as she pushed herself as far into a hollow, rotting log as she could go, pulling him along with her. It was as if she was in some kind of dream-sleep, something he'd heard of in many inns on his 'travels' but never seen for himself. Well ... she _was _crazy, he really shouldn't be that surprised.

She finally stopped pulling him and sat in complete silence, staring at nothing as if she was ... listening.

Flynn frowned, and closed his eyes. Straining to hear something, anything in the quiet.

Wait, no. It wasn't just quiet. There was complete silence. _'Where did the birds go?'_ Flynn opened his eyes and focused on his fingers, straining with his ears, he snapped them.

He couldn't hear the click.

But Rapunzel apparently could. In a blur too fast for his eyes, the grip on his arm quickly went to his hand. He snapped up to look at her, she still wasn't looking at him, she was still staring at nothing, still listening for something, still listening for-

_Thump thump thump ... Thump thump thump ... Thump thump thump ..._

Hoofbeats.

Frowning, Flynn twisted in the log to peer out through one of the many holes formed by the rot. He could see the road, his rucksack still on the ground. There had to be dark thunderclouds above their heads, the light was so dim. Flynn could barely make out the other side of the road.

_Thump thump thump ... Thump thump thump ..._

Both their packs and supplies were still there. He moved to get out and get them before the oncoming rider would see them or trip over them. Before he had taken two steps toward the end of the log, Rapunzel grabbed him about the waist. He stumbled back down and twisted to see her. Her eyes were clear and alert once more and she was shaking her head vigorously. Her lips moved, and even in the dim light he could see what she was saying.

_'Stay off the road.'_

_Thump thump thump ..._

The beats were coming closer now. From the road. Curious, Flynn peered through one of the many small holes out onto the road. Rapunzel did the same. He felt his fingers tighten on the frying pan he'd 'rescued' from the road. They wrung around the handle the same way Rapunzel's did when she was scared. He paused that thought.

_'I'm not scared.'_

_Thump_

It was a black horse. A sickly-looking black horse, almost skeletal. The legs so thin, Flynn expected them to snap. From this angle, neither of the hobbits could see the rider, only hear the clink of the bit and the snorting of the animal. Flynn held his breath. The rider, whoever he was, had stopped his 'steed' at their rucksacks left in the middle of the road. Just as Flynn knew he would.

Rapunzel was shaking next to him. He turned to peer at her. Her eyes were rooted to her peep-hole and her hands, which had left his waist, were gripping, twisting and rubbing her necklace so hard, it was like she was trying to fuse her hands into the gold.

_Russsstle, Thump_

Snapping his head back to his own peep-hole, Flynn could now see the rider on the ground. Robed in a black cloak, which moved like silk and shadow, the black-garbed rider _stalked_ towards their rucksacks. Flynn could feel his chest go cold. There was something Not Right. Something _Very Not Right_ about the black-rider. In the dim twilight of the forest, he blended in. Slinking around like a shadow in a circle around their packs. As if he was _made_ from shadows.

There was a grip on Flynn's arm again and he turned to see Rapunzel, the other hand still gripping her necklace, staring at the curved roof above their heads.

_Thump_

The horse was standing on top of them.

The _horse_ was standing on _top _of the _rotting _log.

Flynn felt his hands tighten even further than he thought was possible around the handle of the frying pan. He could hear the _horse_ moving above their heads. Light as a spectre and quiet as a cat, through holes in the wood he could see the feet placed delicately on the wood. He blinked, as his brain caught up with his eyes. They weren't hooves they were _feet_. Slim, toed feet like the slender paws of a racing hound. The creature snorted like a horse, moved like a horse, even _breathed_ like a horse.

_'_That _is no horse.'_

Flynn turned back to Rapunzel, who's eyes were going glassy again, as if she was staring up _through_ the wood and seeing the ... _thing_ above them. Flynn turned to his peeping-hole again. The rider was standing between their packs and their log, facing them. Even with his hood up and face hidden in shadow, Flynn _knew_.

_'We have to get out of here.'_

Feeling around the floor of their hiding place with one hand, Flynn found a lump of rotting wood. This trick had _never_ failed him before. Praying to the Lady Luck, he snuck as quietly as her could to the entrance of the log. Above him he heard the _swish_ of the 'horse's' tale and the _thump_ and quiet _click_ of its _feet_ moving down the log. Holding his breath, he counted to ten and _threw_.

Their reactions were instant.

With a _screeching_ whinny, the black steed lept off the log and to its rider. The Black Rider hoisted himself up, quick as a thought, as his mount charged toward the disturbed grass. Flynn saw none of this. He was scrambling to the other side of the log. Grabbing Rapunzel by the arm, he pushed her out the other side of the collapsed tree and continued to pull his dazed companion further from the road.

They scrambled through the undergrowth, keeping low and quiet, like rabbits threatened by a hawk. There was no time to think, there was no time to speak. There was only the instinct to run, flee, get away. Ducking, dodging, leaping, sprinting and weaving through the forest. They wanted to run forever. Yet even in their icy terror, they had to rest. Flynn and Rapunzel doubled over and gasped. Their legs trembled and hearts hammered in their ears.

Flynn was the first to recover, running came naturally to a thief after all. Between gulps of air, he wheezed out one question.

"What ... the Hell ... was that?"

Rapunzel just shook her head. She didn't know. She didn't think she _wanted_ to know. Leaning over and staring at the ground, she could feel her pulse in her teeth.

They were silent a long time.

Finally, Rapunzel straightened, looking around. They were still in the forest, deeper now and far from the main road. Her legs were still shaking, she leaned against a tree, exhausted. "Where are we?"

Flynn looked around with her. Spinning in a wide circle, he peered through the trees. "We're no where_ near _the road, that much I _can _tell you."

"Do you still know where Bree is?"

Flynn gave her a _look_. "Are you serious? You _still_ want to go?!"

Rapunzel, despite her shaking frame, returned the _look_."You want to go _back_ and see that ... _thing_ again?"

Flynn's jaw clenched and his frown deepened. He turned from her expression and stared at the ground. He heaved a deep breath, sighed and marched into the forest, further away from the road. Rapunzel felt a small smile at the victory, even if it was a small one and shakily followed after him.

The silence between them continued for a few beats, before Flynn finally spoke.

"There's _no way_ we're going back to the road. I do not want to reunite with Mister Tall Dark and Handsome." Rapunzel swallowed and fought the urge to fiddle with her chain again. Flynn side-eyed her. "Sad thing is," he continued, "that road is the fastest way into Bree. Another way is the Brandywine River, but that's out of the question, since we crossed it to get out of the Shire." Rapunzel let a small smile cross her face over _that_ particular memory. With the pack missing, she could see the damp patch on Flynn's shoulders.

"The _only _other way to get to Bree, that _doesn't_ leave us stranded in the middle of Old Wood with no supplies is to _'borrow'_ one of the barges from the fisher-folk up ahead." He nodded in the direction they were marching. "Also, the river doesn't leave any tracks for others to follow." He added as an after-thought.

Rapunzel trotted to keep up with Flynn's impatient pace. "And this'll take us straight to Bree?"

"Not exactly, but close enough."

"Then what are we waiting for?"

.o.O.o.

_Not far from the road, in the darkening twilight, a shadow stalked._

_Sniffing the leaves of ferns and scanning the ground with yellowed eyes, the mare pawed the ground under the restraint of the Black Rider. He losed the reins and let the mare stretch her neck. She brought her head low and took a great sniff, scenting the rucksacks infront of her. Sniffing, huffing and puffing, she memorised the scent, the sweat, the _fear_._

_Suddenly, she sharply veered left, towards a rotting log. One she had scented previously. The Rider let her, arms hanging limply by his sides like a puppet with cut strings. The mare whickered softly, like a dark chuckle. She stalked up and down the fallen tree scenting ..._

Thump thump thump ... Thump thump thump ... Thump thump thump ...

_Suddenly, the Black Rider came back alive. Grabbing the reins, he pulled the mare's head back up and steered her towards the end of the trunk. She followed like a gear in a clockwork, trotting off of the log and leaping into a gallop. They ran together after a scent of _sun_, and _music_ and _light_, and under it all, the sour smell of _terror_._

Thump thump thump ... Thump thump thump ...

_Breathing deeply, snorting heavily, the mare followed the sour smell, the crushed ferns and disturbed grass. The Black Rider was completely silent, bowing low over the mare's neck._

_A mother's scorn, an empty memory, a grey mist of doubt, that was all she saw. All she _wanted.

Thump thump thump ...

_Leaping over another log and weaving between the trees, the mare whinnied, high and shrill. The screech of a hawk, the howl of a wolf, the song of a predator._

_Not far away, the call was answered._

.o.O.o.

Rapunzel shivered and brought her hands to her locket again. The back of her scalp prickled, and a chill rolled down her back. It was as if icewater had just trickled down her spine. She spun to look behind her.

No one was there.

"Hey Blondie! You done?"

Rapunzel whirled back and trotted back to Flynn. He said no more as they continued on through the woods. Putting as much distance between them and the road as they could.

_'They can smell fear.'_

She shivered and walked just a little faster.

**.o.O. **_**Author's Notes**_** .O.o.**
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	4. Infinitechange

**.o.O. ****_Merlin_**** .O.o.**

"Frost! Yer' Dead!"

Hiccup glanced up from his book, slice of buttered toast halfway to his mouth. Looking right, the direction of the shout, he watched as students filing into the Great Hall for breakfast were bowled over and shoved into benches, tables and other students in an interesting domino effect. Merida was on the warpath, her face as red as her hair. She was actually _snarling_ at the students between the Gryffindor and Hufflepuff tables and plowing through those who didn't get the hint.

Hiccup blinked and peered left, to see, yep. There was Jack, the snowy-haired Slytherin sneering back at Merida as he skillfully weaved in and out of the crowd. One of these days, (when he wasn't avoiding, leg-locker jinxes from a riled up Merida and leaping over the tripped up students) Jack was going to have to teach Hiccup how to 'Crowd-Dodge' as Jack like to call it. It looked like an important life-skill, judging by the murderous expression on Merida's face.

Shrugging at the antics, Hiccup returned to his book and munched on his toast.

_'Wait.' _Hiccup shot back up to see Merida continue her bull-charge out of the Great Hall. _'It's not even breakfast yet. Since when did Jack and Merida start up this early?'_

"Since today."

The oval-faced, brown-haired Hufflepuff coughed on his dry mouthful and twisted to see a Ravenclaw with knee-long, gold hair standing behind him. She smiled. "Morning Hiccup."

"Rapunzel, hey. Uh," Hiccup rubbed the back of his neck, "Did I say that out loud?"

"Nope. It was just on your face." Brightly replied Rapunzel, sitting down beside him. Most of Hiccup's peers ignored her, though some eyed her up suspiciously, close to outright _glaring_. Hiccup stared around in confusion. _'Wait, what had Rapunzel done to them?'_

The girl in question turned to him with a small, knowing smile. "You obviously don't know." She nodded at the entrance that Jack and Merida had just stormed through moments ago. "Quidditch season's just started."

"Oh? _Ohh._" Hiccup smacked his forehead. That explained everything. The early kick off between Jack and Merida, the subtle hostility that 'sweet, innocent, loved-by-everyone' Rapunzel was being greeted with at the Hufflepuff table. Hell, it actually explained the vague sense of gloomy despair that his House was under since Sunday. Hufflepuff hardly _ever_ did well in the tournament. Last time the House actually _won_ the cup was back in 1976. Didn't look like a good year this year either.

Rapunzel smiled, "Explain much?"

"Just about everything." Hiccup picked up his book again and pulled a pencil out from behind his ear. "Everything from the doom and gloom of the Common Room to-"

_CLANK! THUNK! CRASH!  
><em>

_"Merida Dunbroch!"_

Hiccup winced at what sounded like the first casualty of Jack and Merida's legendry rivalry. From the sound alone, he could guess that it had to have involved a suit of armour, a window and the ill timing of Professor Dunbroch. _'Merida's going to be so pissed.'_

Clearly Rapunzel thought the same, going by her wince. They sat awkwardly listening to the Transfiguration Professor scold her own daughter.

_"I have never, in all my years such blaetent disrespect for school property!"_

Rapunzel grimaced. Hiccup snapped his book shut and picked up another piece of toast as the shouts echoed through the Great Hall. "Sounds like things are getting ugly. Let's go."

Rapunzel nodded quickly in reply and the two of them slid off the bench. She made a point of walking at a slower pace than her usual trot. Hiccup was grateful, he could _feel_ the stares of everyone behind him. He followed Rapunzel as she skirted around the crowd of students surrounding Professor Dunbroch and Merida. She paused slightly as the two started up the staircase, Hiccup gripping the stone railing for support. Behind them the argument continued.

_"Detention Merida. I shall see you in my office at five."_

_"But I hav' Quidditch practice!"_

_"Well then maybe you'll think twice befer' startin' duels in the hallways!"_

"I swear, they get worse every year." Smiled Rapunzel, turning back to wait for Hiccup at the top of the stairs. Hiccup slowly finished the last few steps. Rapunzel watched him worriedly. "How's your leg?"

He shrugged, walking past her to the next staircase. "It's fine. I can walk fine. Can't run yet, but I'm getting there." Rapunzel thankfully let the subject drop and trotted beside him as they climbed to the North Tower.

_"Don't you turn yer' back on me young lady!"_

_"Why? Are ye' gonna expel me too?!"_

Hiccup winced, struggling to think of something to say. He'd keep up the small talk if it kept them distracted from the fight that was quickly turning from 'ugly' to 'apocalyptic.'

"Did you do the Arithmancy homework?" Ah yes, homework. Homework was a safe topic.

"The essay on muggle statistics? Yeah, finished it Saturday."

Figures, just like Rapunzel to spend her weekend doing- _'wait.' _Hiccup froze in the middle of the corridor. _'Muggle statistics?'_

Rapunzel walked ahead of him, before she realized that he wasn't with her anymore. She turned worried to see her classmate pinching the bridge of his nose. Her own eyes widened. "Did you forget?"

Hiccup shook his head, frowning at the floor, "No ... The _one_ time I do it; and it's on the wrong topic."

Rapunzel winced, then shrugged. "It's not the end of the world. I'm sure that Professor Merlin will look over it just this once."

Hiccup smiled without humour, "Or this 'twice, or this 'thrice.'" The lanky, brown-haired Hufflepuff looked up and mirrored Rapunzel's shrug. "I've been extraordinarily busy this year." He walked past Rapunzel, limping slightly on his prosthetic leg.

Rapunzel, remembering how he got _that_ souvonier, didn't doubt him.

.o.O.o.

"Hiccup my boy! How can I help you? Make it quick though, I have an appointment two hours ago."

If professor Merlin could be described in one word, eccentric wouldn't even cover half of it. The tall, twig-thin, long-bearded man, who refused to wear anything but bright sky blue robes was a school legend. Half the student population thought he was a nutter, while the other half thought he was secretly a wanted criminal in five separate countries.

_Everyone_ thought that he was a genius.

It was just Hiccup's luck that he was Merlin's "Unofficially Favourite Student." Especially since the Tournament last year.

"Uh, sir. I need to talk to you about my essay."

"Mmmm?" Merlin adjusted the focus knob on, what he liked to call, the "microscope." _How_ Merlin managed to get muggle artifacts to work in Hogwarts was an untold mystery of the school. Hiccup suspected that not even Professor Merlin_ himself_ knew how he did it.

"It's just that ... I may have done it on the wrong topic."

A dark brown and tawny owl gave a hissing cough in the background. It sounded suspiciously like a snigger. Merlin frowned and looked up from the 'microscope.' "Oh come now Archimedes there's no need for that!" He removed his glowing wand from the complex looking piece of machinery. _"Nox."_ The wand tip went dark and the professor finally turned from the desk to face Hiccup entirely.

Hiccup scratched the back of his head. "I, uh, I've been busy, with, uh-"

"Your dragon I'd think."

Hiccup's eyes widened, "How did you-"

"Know? Pfft, simple Hiccup!" Merlin flashed him a knowing glance as he lit a long-stemmed pipe and started smoking. "I've still got my contacts in the Ministry; brain-dead warthogs though they are." He puffed a smoke ring and watched as it rised towards the ceiling. "I may have a couple of rumours bouncing around in my ear about a certain student of mine trying to set up a certain society. I may have heard from a little bird-"

_"Hhhe hhhe hhe"_

Melin frowned at Archemides but continued anyway, "That a certain 'dragon sanctuary' has just been founded and is applying to the Ministry to have certain amendments made to the _'__Statute of 1642,' _regarding the ownership of dragons as 'pets.' In the meanwhile, using muggle technology rather than magic to care for a certain _'Draco occidentalis ignus'_ otherwise known in the common tongue as a Night Fury; while at the same time adjusting to his own life in a similar manner." Merlin's blue eye were very bright under his bushy, white eyebrows. He pushed a chair towards Hiccup. "Might as well take the weight off of that leg while you're here."

Hiccup frowned almost imperceptibly, but took the offered seat anyway. Merlin removed his pipe and started replacing the tobacco with fresh leaves. Cursing slightly when he realised that it was still lit. He looked up at Hiccup as he extinguished the pipe.

"I have to say, I'm most impressed with you. You used your head, you're _still_ using your head. More than I can say for half the people I know and most are _five_ times your age boy." He relit the pipe with a tap of his wand. "I'd love to hear a blow-by-blow of _how_ you got that harness to work. That right there is scientific genius my boy."

"Thank you?"

Merlin waved non-comittedly. "That still doesn't excuse the fact that you haven't handed in a single decent essay this year." His blue eyes peered at Hiccup through the smoke. "I have half a mind to give you detention." Hiccup felt his stomach sink.

"I _am_ sorry sir. It's just that I've-"

"Been busy, You did say. Don't worry, I won't hold it against you." Merlin puffed for a moment on his pipe thoughtfully. "What I'm concerned with though are your up-coming exams in June. Have you forgotten your O.W.L.s already?"

"No sir."

Merlin snorted, "You just don't think you need my class to train dragons." He turned to pick up a quill and a sheet of parchment. "I don't blame you, arithmancy is a useless skill." Merlin waved to the charts and graphs on the wall, "What do wizards use numbers for? Nothing! We hold the greatest and oldest science in the palm of our hands and what do we do with it? We use it to find out what colour our aura is." Merlin snorted, "Useless bit of dribble, that it is."

Behind him, Hiccup could swear he could see Archimedes roll his eyes. He refrained from doing the same thing himself.

"But muggles, look at what muggles can do with their 'arithmancy!'" Professor Merlin gestured at his microscope, at the models of aeroplanes on the shelves. "They can use their 'mathematics' to solve all their problems without magic! They need to fly? They'll make their own metal wings. Can't cast engorgio? They'll use lenses to see things even we, with all our magic can not!" Merlin continued to puff on his pipe in silence, not realising that it had gone out during his passionate speech.

Hiccup decided to get them back on topic.

"And what has this got to do with the O.W.L.s sir?"

"Hmm, oh yes. Did you know that you don't have to sit the exam in June?" Merlin chuckled at Hiccup's confused expression.

"There's another option?"

"Oh there's _always_ another option boy. You just have to find it." Merlin stood up from the desk and walked to the window, which he then opened to shoo Archimedes outside. The fat, old eagle owl refused to budge. Merlin closed the window again, frowning at his grumpy companion. "But yes," turning back to Hiccup, "aside from sitting a written exam, you have the opportunity to do a project instead. And I must say, judging by that catapult you built last year, you are _more_ than capable of using arithmancy practically."

Hiccup rubbed the back of his neck. Being appreciated still felt weird, even after last year. "Uh, sure. I could do that."

"You'll have to, I've already put your name down for practicals instead of the written exam!" Merlin beamed at him, Hiccup felt his stomach sink in a mixture of guilt and horror. Trust Merlin to saddle his students unexpectedly with massive projects. Bugger him. Well, there was only one thing to say to a teacher in a situation like this.

"Thank you sir. I'll get started on it right away."

"Oh I'm sure you will Henry. Here these are the guidelines for the exams." Merlin pulled a sealed letter out from under Archimedes. The grumpy, elderly owl hooted as he slipped off of the windowsill and into the open sky. Merlin quickly slammed the window before his irate companion recovered. "I won't be expecting any essays from you in the near future, seeing as how 'busy' you always seem to be."

"Whoot!"

_Thump!_

Merlin ignored the death glare from the dazed owl in the window and passed the envelope to Hiccup. "I suggest starting early. Who knows? You may realise what you want to do for it by the end of the day!"

Hiccup walked out of the cramped classroom feeling like Professor Merlin had just nailed him with the detention of a lifetime.

**.o.O. _Author's Notes _.O.o.**

_I gave into my Inner-Hiccup. This oneshot has actually been sitting in my Doc Manager for AGES. I _really_ wanted to try writing Merlin from Disney's 'The Sword in the Stone' as a divination teacher ever since it was suggested on the original Tumblr blog by an anon. The suggestion went along the lines of;_

"Hah, Merlin would be a PERFECT divination teacher, especially considering that in his original cannon he kept forgetting that he was in the Dark Ages, and that you can't explain the science of helicopters and aeroplanes to uneducated little street urchins."

_So ... I "suggested" the idea to Infinitechange._

**_Their Reaction: _**"Yay Merlin! :)"

**_What they actually got: _**_Hiccup angst and a healthy dose of Archemides and Professor Merlin. Also, teasers for Year Four AND Year Five. Don't you feel lucky?  
><em>

_Kind of a head-cannon of mine: Hiccup uses this "project" as an excuse to set up a betting ring. It doesn't hurt that he's making money off of it. Or that Rapunzel's ready to help him get it done. Merlin _probably_ knew that Hiccup would make the most of this project. No matter his feelings on the subject or his dedication to science instead of magic, he still _teaches_ divination. Maybe he SEEs into the BEYOND. Or maybe he's just got really good contacts at the Ministry._

_What happened during Year Four? Where's Toothless while Hiccup's stuck in Hogwarts? What's the B.O.R.E.D. society?_

_Pffft! What makes me think that I'll tell you? I abhore spoilers, they take the fun out of EVERYTHING._

_Until next time,_

_Anyelse_


End file.
